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Abstract 
Orgamc agnculture contmues to be portrayed as a promlsmg alternative for the present 'unsustamable' 
farmmg practIces around the world. The conversIOn to 'orgamc' IS often accompamed by the mtroductlOn 
of umversal pnnclples and standards that allow for certIficatIOn. The research reported on here took 
place on the mterface between two knowledge systems: orgamc agnculture as mterpreted by the Inter· 
natIOnal FederatIOn ofOrgamc Agnculture Movements (IFOAM) and the shlftmg cultIvatIOn based 
system as exemphfied by the Naga tnbes m the north·east of IndIa. The study demonstrates that the 
mtroductlOn of a umversal knowledge system, such as IFOAM, m some cases may actually be counter· 
productive m the development of contextually appropnate and workable sus tamable land management 
systems. Instead oflmposmg orgamc agnculture on local commumtles m a well· meant attempt to 
estabhsh a more sus tamable agncultural system, the authors conclude that alternative paths towards 
sustamable development are needed, paths that take mto account dlffenng perceptIOns of what 'sustamable 
land use' means m a specIfic context. A sOClallearnmg approach IS proposed to create synergy between 
the two systems. 
Additional keywords: development, mdlgenous knowledge, knowledge systems, shlftmg cultIvatIOn, 
sOClallearnmg, sus tamable land use 
Introduction 
In an attempt to break the continued emergence of spirals of 'unsustainable land use', 
people around the world are looking for routines and systems that provide resources in 
the present and at the same time sustain the carrying capacity of the earth. When de-
signing more 'sustainable routines and land use systems', (international) development 
organizations often introduce western science-based methods into traditional settings. 
The promotion and transference of organic agriculture through standardization inevitably 
involves the communication of certain values regarding, for instance, farming, the use 
of natural resources and the position of a farmer (or human being) within this system. 
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Standards for farming provide recommendations, prescriptions and obligations that 
determine the way in which local users should look upon and act within their (natural) 
environment (Kotschi et a!., 2003). 
Since the early 1920S, in Europe a distillation of organic values, ideology and 
principles of organic agriculture have developed into standards, rules, regulations and 
eventually national legislations (Rundgren, 2002). Farmers and farmer organizations, 
certifying bodies, processors and traders, service providers, various organic interest 
groups and a range of other players now constitute the organic agricultural sector, which 
today operates on a global scale (Pyburn et al., 2006). The translation of organic movement 
values into measurable indicators for standard verification and legal requirements has 
allowed industrial agriculture to enter into organic production and some argue that 
value-laden private sector standards are becoming input-based recipes and prescriptions 
(Campbell & Liepens, 200I). The International Federation of Organic Agriculture 
Movements (IFOAM) is the world's largest organic agriculture organization and the 
leader in the setting of organic standards and certification procedures. 
An important question addressed in this article is how these standards-based solutions 
and their underlying values, assumptions and principles relate to the local land-use 
practices and their engendered values, assumptions and principles. Are there ways in 
which the two can be attuned in creating sustainable land management systems or 
are they inherently incompatible? In this study we explore what will be referred to as 
two knowledge systems: organic agriculture as interpreted by IFOAM and the shifting 
cultivation system as exemplified in this article by the Jhum system that is still employed 
today by the Naga in the north-east of India. Both the Jhum cultivation system and 
the IFOAM-endorsed organic agriculture practices and procedures can be seen as 
manifestations of knowledge systems. A knowledge system is defined here as the way 
people understand the world, and interpret and apply meanings to their experiences 
(Wiersum, 2000). Knowledge systems are by no means isolated static structures. 
The more traditional or indigenous knowledge systems, e.g., that of the Naga tribes, 
are in constant interaction with external influences (Wilhulsen, 2002) as are the more 
external knowledge systems such as that ofIFOAM. Such external influences include 
scientifically based farming methods, developed in a professional setting and introduced 
by (other) external (international) entities. We shall somewhat conveniently use the terms 
internal versus external knowledge systems, in which the first represent knowledge 
and underlying perspectives closely linked and springing directly from a specific local 
context, whereas the latter refer to knowledge and perspectives developed elsewhere. 
To be sure, the internal-external binary, is only useful as a heuristic for discussion, but 
has little descriptive value when considering that in reality a knowledge system will 
never be purely internal or external. At each end of the continuum a range of knowledge 
systems can be found. Yunkaporta (2007), for instance, illustrates this quite well 
when distinguishing eight 'logic systems and ways of knowing' that he contrasts 
with western ways of knowing: holistic knowledge, communal knowledge, ancestral 
knowingness, intellectual biomimicry, circular logic, indigenous pluralism, synergistic 
knowledge and, finally, deep narrative. 
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Methodology 
To investigate and compare the meanings, values and perspectives of the more externally 
oriented and universal IFOAM-based organic agriculture system and the more internal 
and contextually grounded Jhum-based knowledge system, a sustainable development 
appraisal (SDA) methodology was used (Hurni, 2000)_ This methodology, arguably 
itself a product of western ways of knowing, was developed for project planners to 
establish processes of participatory planning and to initiate implementation of activities 
contributing to sustainable land management- SDA represents a transdisciplinary 
approach aiming to investigate, what Hurni refers to as, both scientific and traditional 
knowledge, in order to integrate these internal and external views on sustainable land 
management into a 'shared' body of knowledge from which can be drawn to find 
sustainable solutions_ 
SDA designates several issues as relevant for the development of sustainable land 
management that serve as the focal points of this study (Table r)_ The methodology was 
slightly adapted to fit the study's purpose_ The issue of 'Perceived conflicts' was removed 
for political reasons_ Because of an ongoing (armed) conflict between the Indian govern-
ment and Naga guerrilla groups demanding an independent Naga-state, subjects related 
to land rights were to be avoided_ Only then the researcher, the first author, was author-
Table 1. RepresentatIOn ofthe elements used m a Sus tamable Development AppraIsal (SDA). Adapted 
after HUlme (2000). 
Theme 
PerceptIOns of external 
mfluences 
PerceIVed current SItuatIOn 
PerceIVed future 
PerceIVed Impact 
PerceIVed envIronment 
PerceIVed opportumtles 
PerceIVed change 
PerceIVed responslblhty 
Correspondmg questIOns 
What mteractlOns eXIst between the study area and ItS 
surroundmgs, I.e., 'the rest of the world' , and how are 
these perceIVed? 
Are current land use, human hvehhood and economIC 
actlVlty m the study area sustamable? 
What are the trends? Is there a worsenmg ofthe 
sItuatIOn? Is It felt? 
What are the perceIVed Impacts of dIfferent human 
actors on natural resources m the area? 
How do the local users perceIVe theH forest? Do they 
feel attached to or dependent on theIr envIronment? 
What are the local users' needs and what opportumtles 
eXIst to make hvmg and envIronmental condItIOns more 
sustamable? What actIOns are currently taken and could 
be taken m the near future? 
Do people feel It necessary to change? Do they thmk they 
are able to change? 
Who IS responsIble for the actIOns that need to be taken? 
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ized by the Indian government to carry out the fieldwork and reside in the area. The 
issues of 'Perceived environment' and 'change' were added as they proved to be important 
in the course of the research. 
In order to understand the perceptions of the internal and external knowledge 
systems, a research process was conducted based on the Glaser and Straus' notion of 
grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Each observation or statement collected in 
the field that somehow appeared to be relevant was highlighted in order to be verified 
in subsequent research steps. Central in the research approach were the stories and 
metaphors people use to describe and interpret their experiences (Eakin, 1999). Such 
stories and metaphors reveal something about the way people structure and make sense 
of their world. In order to interpret the stories and metaphors in an 'open' way, researchers 
using grounded theory need to reflect on and make explicit or 'bracket' their own 
predispositions. This bracketing or, for as much as is possible, temporarily stepping 
outside one's own frame, requires becoming aware of one's own guiding assumptions 
and biases, as they are likely to colour the researcher's interpretation of what is seen, 
heard and experienced. 
So the personal reflection of the researchers - both of the first author, who conducted 
the fieldwork and of the second author, who participated in the analysis, interpretation 
and (re)conceptualization process - played an important role throughout this study. 
Having a western background, and thus at least in part being a product of a western 
knowledge system, both researchers in a sense too belong to the external knowledge 
system. Consequently, all observations from the field, analyses and interpretations of 
data passed through the cultural filter that the researchers hold, thereby possibly dis-
torting the data when recording and privileging certain interpretations while analysing. 
This is inevitable, but the (negative) consequences can be reduced through the 
'bracketing' referred to above. For example, the researcher who conducted the field-
work carefully noted and documented the moments of mutual incomprehension that 
arose during interviews as possible manifestations of discrepancies between the two 
knowledge systems. 
The fieldwork took place over a four-month period during which three research 
methods were used: (I) literature/document study, (2) semi-structured and open 
interviews, and (3) participant observation. 
In the first month, while staying in the plains of north-east India, the first author 
acquainted herself with the outlook of the external knowledge system. She interviewed 
'representatives' of the external knowledge system (government officials, NGO employees 
and a member of the IFOAM board) and studied the IFOAM standards on organic agri-
culture and (western) literature on nature conservation. Again, IFOAM sets universal 
standards on organic agriculture that all (local) certification bodies should comply with 
in order to certify farmers as 'organic' (Courville, 2006). These standards were used 
as the representation of the views on agriculture and environment held by the external 
knowledge system. 
Subsequently she lived within a Jhum cultivation area, covering five different Naga 
villages and two Naga tribes, Thankhul and Konyak. Here a series of semi-structured 
individual interviews and group discussions took place. These were designed around 
the topics listed in the SDA (Table I) and organized in a way that allowed for sufficient 
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space for other issues to emerge. In total 19 structured and semi·structured interviews 
and 16 group discussions were conducted. Participants were selected pragmatically: 
either at random or on the basis of their supposed knowledge or outspoken opinion 
regarding a specific subject. 
The field researcher also joined people engaged in household activities, during 
informal meetings around the kitchen fire, during community events, in the fields 
preparing the soil or weeding, in the forest while collecting leaves, fruits and nuts for 
consumption and during the yearly preparation and burning of the Jhum. Observations 
gathered during these activities also generated useful insights into the views of the local 
population. 
A female interpreter assisted in the fieldwork. As interpreting also involves explaining 
the cultural context and interpreters function as an additional filter through which data 
are screened, they playa key role in the research process and their background is of 
influence on the quality of the data (Borchgrevnik, 2003). Being native to and know· 
ledgeable about the local conditions, enabled the interpreter to open doors to the local 
community, introduce the researcher to relevant people, and serve as a check against 
false information. The interpreter had completed a BSc study in Botany, and therefore 
had some grounding in academic thinking, and was able to follow the line of thought 
and goals underlying the research. Through the combination of her Naga background 
with an education received externally, the interpreter in a sense personified the bridge 
between the internal and external knowledge system and thus was of great help to 
understand cultural patterns and differences between the two systems. All interviews 
and observations made in the field were therefore thoroughly discussed with the 
interpreter. 
Data were systematically recorded in a research journal after which they were 
structured in order to fmd key issues and connections between topics, upon which 
further research steps were developed. Eventually, the more internal and more external 
views were compared to find discrepancies. Before listing these discrepancies, we shall 
give a short description of the two knowledge systems involved in this study. 
The Jhum cultivation system 
The empirical component of this study focuses on the shifting cultivation system as 
grounded in the culture ofNaga·tribes that live in several states of the north·east ofIndia, 
a peripheral part of the country inhabited by tribal communities that differ astonishingly 
from other Indian populations, both physically and culturally. Although there are no 
written records of the early history of these tribes, the Naga·people are believed to be of 
Mongolic descent (Jacobs et a!., 1990). Since their settlement in the area the majority of 
the tribes in the north·east have been practising shifting cultivation, locally called Jhum 
cultivation (Ramakrishnan, 1992). Farmers slash and burn a piece of forest and cultivate 
the plot for one or two years, growing mainly upland rice. The following year they move 
to a new (forested) piece ofland and engage in the same sequence of practices. 
The Jhum cultivation system has proven to be sustainable provided the cropping 
period is short and the fallow period is long enough to restore soil fertility and vegetation 
cover (Rasul & Thapa, 2003). However, due to population pressure and changes in 
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people's lifestyle, distortions in Jhum have occurred. For instance, the length of the fallow 
period between two successive occupations has decreased drastically, thereby changing a 
sustainable cycle into one in which not all annual weeds will have been shaded out and 
soil fertility will not have been restored sufficiently. As people demand more production 
to meet their increasing needs for food and rising living costs (school fees, commodities), 
more land is brought into use. Consequently, the fallow periods have become ever shorter, 
not allowing the forest to regenerate sufficiently and replenish the nutrients lost from 
the topsoil. Eventually, the farmers end up with less harvest. A village will have to slash 
and bum larger stretches ofland in order to feed its increasing population and at the 
same time meet the decreasing yields due to loss of soil fertility. 
The Nagas mainly reside in the hilly areas where they live in rather closed com-
munities perched on isolated hill ridges. Every village has a big stretch ofland that is 
used as farmland and as a pool for forest products. The tribes are often feared for by 
the population inhabiting the plains. This bias is based on the Naga history in which 
bloodshed prevails: until recently headhunting was still an accepted practice and the 
Nagas fought ferociously against invading colonizers. 
Where the English never managed to conquer the Nagas and failed to implement 
a system based on western values, missionaries did succeed in crushing many of the 
old beliefs. Traditionally the Nagas were animists (Jacobs et al., 1990), nowadays 86 to 
99% of the Nagas claim to be follower of the Christian religion, most of them attending 
a Baptist church. Besides fulfilling a spiritual function, the church also has become 
a powerful social and political institution, replacing former societal structures. The 
headman of a community has given up part of his authority to the reverend of a church 
and social gatherings gradually moved from the traditional community house (morung) 
to the church. Some villages have completely turned away from traditional practices, 
whereas other ones still live largely by old habits and beliefs: one can still meet fearless 
men proudly wearing their headhunter's necklace or hear stories about places in the 
forest being haunted by evil spirits. 
In this respect there are great differences between Naga villages. A core trait of 
the Naga society, however, is its cultivation system. Most communities are organized 
in line with the seasonal practices of the Jhum, in which the communal slashing and 
burning of the forest plays an important role. Their livelihood principally depends on 
the success of the Jhum burning. People anxiously wait for the right conditions to bum 
and for weeks in a row valleys are filled with smoke. 
In addition to the external influences in the spiritual realm, the Naga society is 
more and more affected by external influxes aiming to transform its core trait. Today 
various non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are active in the region to resolve the 
issue of overexploitation and prevent further environmental degradation. Some external 
organizations advocate a complete replacement ofJhum by permanent horticultural 
practices, whereas other ones support the idea of a partial conversion by introducing 
mixed cropping. 
The IFOAM knowledge system 
From 2001 onwards several NGOs have started to promote and introduce organic agri-
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culture as an opportunity for sustainable land management (SLM) in the region. One 
core value of the organic farming advocated is the notion that one cannot and should 
not survive by killing something else: Live and let live (P. Mahale - IFOAM World Board 
member; personal communication). This applies to the farmer's fields, where he should 
refrain from the use of chemicals that destroy the flora and fauna living on his farmland, 
but also applies to the surroundings of his farm. A farmer should also actively conserve 
the natural resources in his vicinity, i.e., consciously protect biodiversity and wildlife by 
avoiding excessive exploitation of the forest through cutting or killing. The transference 
of organic agricultural practices is by no means non·normative: it is based on a particular 
view on the way in which a farm should be managed so that it is ecologically sound. The 
introduction of organic agriculture thus involves the communication of certain values 
regarding a farm, its surroundings, the natural resources and the position of a farmer 
(or human being) within (and part of) this system. These values contradict with the internal 
practices and perspectives as we shall see below. 
IFOAM designed the Organic Guarantee System (OGS) that facilitates the development 
of organic standards and third·party certification worldwide, and provides an inter· 
national guarantee of organic standards and organic certification. The IFOAM Basic 
Standards and the Accreditation Criteria are two of the main components of the OGS. 
Four key principles underlie the OGS: (I) the principle of health, (2) the principle of 
ecology, (3) the principle of fairness, and (4) the principle of care. Each principle is 
articulated on IFOAM's website (Anon., 2oo8a). The principles are to be used as a 
whole and have been drafted as ethical principles to inspire action. 
The IFOAM system can be viewed as somewhat dynamic interpretations, norms 
and standards that are prescribed worldwide to farmers who farm or aspire to farm 
organically but also wish to have their products certified as being 'organic'. These 
interpretations, norms and standards are the result of many rounds of multi·stakeholder 
consultations that take place in many regions of the world. Although the IFOAM ·system 
has universal tendencies, some room for contextual variation or, if you wish, deviation 
is provided by what is called the Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGSs), i.e., quality· 
assurance initiatives that provide local communities some space for generating their 
own written standards as long as they reflect IFOAM's Basic Standards. PGSs are 
specific to local contexts, communities and markets, geographic areas, and political 
conditions. The methods of verification that are used vary but - according to IFOAM -
credibility is ensured through the participation of all stakeholders involved in production 
and consumption of organic products (Anon., 2oo8b). 
The IFOAM organization is quite elaborate and consists of a General Assembly, 
a voluntary World Board that oversees the organization and appoints committee 
members, three IFOAM OGS Committees (the Norms Management Committee, 
the Standards Committee and the Criteria Committee), responsible for the development 
and continuous improvement of the Organic Guarantee System, a Development 
Forum, various Working Groups, IFOAM Regional Groups and temporary Task Forces. 
The accreditation of farmers is oftentimes supported by the International Organic 
Accreditation Service (IOAS), which links farmers to local/regional certification bodies. 
On one of the IOAS web pages (Anon., 2oo8c) it is stated that: "IFOAM accreditation is 
for those certification bodies who want to demonstrate their commitment to the global 
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organic movement, who want to show their support for a harmonized, common sense 
conformity assessment system, who want to gain access to use of the coveted 'IFOAM 
Accredited' Seal and who want to be a part of the multi-lateral agreement of the IFOAM 
accredited certifier group which facilitates product acceptance amongst certification 
bodies world-wide." 
Not much has been written about the process, meaning and implications of the 
institutionalization of organic farming by using IFOAM standards. Recent relevant 
works include Courville's chapter on the certification of organics (Courville, 2006), 
Luttikholt's critical assessment of the tensions between IFOAM's principles on the one 
hand and standards on the other (Luttikholt, 2007) and De Wit & Verhoog's article on 
the risks of the conventionalization of organic agriculture (De Wit & Verhoog, 2007). 
Although these works are timely and helpful in understanding the IFOAM system, they 
do not look at the implications ofIFOAM from within a more indigenous knowledge 
system such as the Jhum cultivation system in the north-east ofIndia. 
Results: discrepancies between two knowledge systems 
As a result of conducting the SDA, a number of discrepancies emerged that can be 
categorized into: (I) perspectives of the land use system, (2) perceptions of the environment, 
and (3) views on the socio-organizational structure. Although a distinction between 
these three categories is not always very clear and elements overlap, they are dealt with 
separately below. 
Perspectives of the land use system 
The first and most outstanding difference between the two knowledge systems lies in 
the form of cultivation. Whereas the Nagas consider shifting cultivation as the main 
form of land use, this practice is highly discouraged by the external system. As shifting 
cultivation is generally regarded as the first step in the transition from food gathering 
to food production (Mannion, 1995), it is often considered as a primitive system that 
requires conversion. Or as an NGO employee stated: "By cutting and shifting we will not 
live long." 
Although the tribal Naga society generally agrees that the current practice of shifting 
cultivation is not sustainable, the Naga farmers are reluctant to change to a permanent 
land use system, for both socio-organizational reasons, described hereafter, and for 
perceived physical reasons, as they believe that it will take a lot of effort to stop the 
forest from taking over their 'permanent' fields. 
Shifting cultivation implies a low-input form of agriculture, described by a farmer 
as follows: "}hum is easy; all you need is a dao [a bush knife], a matchbox and a spade. The 
first you use for cutting the trees, then you light the felled vegetation, you sow and then all you 
have to do is wait until you can use your spade to weed." 
Logically, if a plot is only used once a year it is not worthwhile to make large-scale 
investments in order to improve the plot. Naga farmers only carry out minor measures 
in their slashed plots, such as placing unburned logs along the contour lines to prevent 
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excessive runoff This view on agriculture partly explains why they feel they cannot 
and, in a sense, should not manage the weeds on their plots and thus do not establish 
a more permanent form ofland use. Also, a short cropping period is of paramount 
importance for the vitality of the Jhum. This perspective sharply contradicts the IFOAM 
perspective on organic agriculture, in which farmers are expected to manage their field 
intensively. The IFOAM Norms 2002 (Anon., 2002) enourage farmers to "maintain and 
increase long.term fertility and biological activity of soils." 
Another major discrepancy in the practices and perspectives regarding the land use 
between the two knowledge systems concerns the use of fire. The external organizations, 
following the IFOAM standards, strongly discourage the use of fire, as stated by IFOAM: 
"Land preparation by burning vegetation shall be restricted to the minimum." 
The Naga farmers, to the contrary, feel they are not able to manage their land 
without fire: "The higher the flames and the blacker the smoke, the better the Jhum". 
The burning of the cut vegetation has at least three purposes. First of all it clears a field 
from most remains of the forest. That is, setting fire to the Jhum is an efficient and 
easy method to get rid of felled vegetation. Secondly, it releases most of the nutrients 
stored in the original vegetation, which serve as an initial manure application. Thirdly, 
it suppresses, what some might consider, 'weeds' as some seeds are eliminated and the 
re·growth of the original vegetation is delayed. A distinction should be made between annual 
weeds and tree seedlings or sprouting tree stubs, which are necessary for regenerating the 
forest. In traditional shifting cultivation in forested areas (i.e., long fallow periods) all 
annual weeds have disappeared (shaded out) when the shifting cultivator starts opening 
a new plot. Annual weeds appear well after the crops have been sown/planted. They 
come from outside the plot via seed mostly 'imported' by human beings, by birds and 
other animals. They are relatively unimportant during the short cropping cycle. More 
problems are caused by the tree seedlings and the sprouting tree stubs left in the plot. 
But these cannot be considered weeds, as they are part of the system and essential for 
the regeneration of the vegetation. In traditional shifting cultivation they are not removed, 
as removing them would mean disturbing this ecologically sound farming system. It 
is exactly what happens when trying to extend the cropping period without having the 
knowledge or the resources to introduce modern management techniques to maintain 
soil productivity. 
But after one year of cultivation, the re·growth of the forest will be so vigorous 
that farmers say to be forced to move to another area where they can clear a new plot. 
Even if they would remove the re·growth, which is laborious and continuous, the yields 
would be lower, as soil degradation starts from the moment the plot was cleared. In 
forested areas it costs less labour to clear a new plot than to try and keep a cleared plot 
'weed' free. Hence it is no surprise that burning has become an inherent part of the 
Naga culture. 
Perceptions of the environment 
The introduction of organic agriculture and accompanying views on agriculture and 
environment can be seen as outputs of the 'sustainability thinking' that has evolved 
in the West (Anon., 1987; Seyfang, 2003). Several elements inherent to this paradigm 
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are important to mention in relation to the context of the Naga society in which it is 
introduced. First of all it attributes an intrinsic value to 'nature', meaning that human 
and non-human populations both have an equal right to (the means to) existence and 
survival, therefore flora and fauna should be conserved unconditionally (Naess, 1986). 
This strong conviction of nature conservation came through in the following quote of 
an NGO employee: "Only when you start valuing the nature and caringfor the forest, you 
will get a scheme from a foreigner. " 
Often, however, we are unable to explain why we find environmental elements 
'worthwhile' to protect: we simply like the idea of not spoiling them (Thompsen, 1994; 
Preston, 2001). The mere existence of the word 'nature' proves this point. Often a range 
of human interventions takes place in order to preserve or 'naturalize' part of our 
environment to our likings. This implies that (I) there is a clear distinction between 
that part of our environment that we use for our human purposes and a section that we 
conserve 'to be nature'; and (2) humans are expected to take active part in conserving 
part of the environment. Related to the latter is the notion that human actions have a 
great impact on the environment, and people therefore should hold themselves responsible 
for any occurring environmental degradation (Hurni, 1997). Departing from this view, 
the organic agriculture standards state that a farmer should "intain and encourage agri-
cultural and natural biodiversity on the farm and surroundings through the use of sustainable 
production systems and the protection of plant and wildlife habitat (Anon., 2002). 
In the Naga culture the concept of nature does not exist; the language that is spoken 
in the communities studied does not even have a word for it. In the traditional view 
there is no distinction between environment for human uses and one for natural and/ 
or conservational purposes. Nagas use their entire environment: each plot of forest is 
part of the Jhum cycle. Parts that seem to be conserved are still to be felled in the (near) 
future and are constantly exploited as a pool for (non)-timber forest products (NTFPs). 
A large part of the Naga diet and other daily necessities come from the forest. An 
inventory of the edible forest products resulted in a list of 30 different kinds of leaves, 
45 fruits, 10 flowers, IS roots and 10 mushrooms. In contrast to the external outlook, 
NTFPs are highly valued in the Naga society. 
The following quote from a Naga farmer shows that what we might refer to as sustain-
ability thinking is gradually seeping into their frame of reference but that it is an external 
idea and regarded as such. "Yes I believe that the forest is important and necessary. Some 
educated people have told me that the forest is important to breathe and get water; I am not 
sure of that, but we need it for firewood and we need logs to make furniture. If we cut it all 
now, then nothing will be left for our children." 
This excerpt also shows that Nagas tend to see little purpose in conserving their 
environment if they cannot use it. Forests and fields are all part of the same system 
resulting in a cyclic relation between forest and agriculture, in which plots take turns 
in being preserved and non-preserved areas. A farmer described this relation as 
"We need trees to cultivate." 
This view results in a paradoxical view of forest. On the one hand, the people esteem 
a dense forest, which to them is an indication that the land will be fertile. On the other 
hand, such a forest only serves its purpose when it is felled. Only then do the farmers 
think they benefit from the soil fertility as a product of the lush vegetation. So cutting 
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the vegetation is an inherent part of the farmers' assessment of the forest. In their eyes, 
the forest is only then valuable when it is 'destroyed'. 
Views of the socio-organizational structure 
This section describes features of and views on the social organization of a Naga community 
and its agricultural system that hinder the conversion to another (externally proposed) 
land use system. 
First of all, the extent to which the members of a community are interconnected 
determines the extent to which farmers can change their farming system. The organic 
agriculture standards have originated in western, highly individual·oriented societies 
(Hofstede, 2000). Consequently, agriculture is viewed as a private matter in which 
a farmer can adapt his farm according to his own likings and convictions. The Naga 
society, however, is structured in such a way that people are highly dependent on each 
other. 
"We love those who help us most." This quote reflects the strong communal bond 
between community members. The Jhum cultivation system is a communal form of 
agriculture. Though families cultivate their plots individually, the slashing and burning 
is done collectively. Not only is it preferable for villagers to do the work together as it 
relieves the heavy workload: in a shifting cultivation system one is forced to act in a 
group. All individual Jhum fields lie in the same felled area and the burning of the cut 
vegetation is done in one go. A farmer has no other option than to concur in the burning. 
Other environmental and cultural aspects hinder the establishment of a permanent 
plot when all the other farmers continue to practise shifting cultivation. If all plots 
around a permanently cultivated field would be left fallow, this field would soon be 
surrounded by regenerating forest. As a result, birds, insects and other 'pests' likely 
will concentrate their devastating efforts on the permanent field. Furthermore, since 
a cleared Jhum plot might be far from the village, the community has to maintain a 
footpath to that plot. Once the plot has been abandoned, the vegetation will come back 
vigorously, making it impossible for one or two families to maintain the footpath to 
their permanent plot if all the others have shifted. 
There are even some explicit rules related to the Jhum that make it very hard for an 
individual farmer to do something out of the ordinary. The land is owned commonly or 
by the headman of the community who divides the plots. In some communities one is 
obliged to cultivate a plot for the first year, in other ones a family that has been assigned 
a specific plot has to pay a rent to the headman even if it is not cultivated, making it 
highly unprofitable not to use it. 
A second emerging discrepancy between the knowledge systems related to the 'con· 
nectiveness' in a community is the way the fields are demarcated. Organic agriculture is 
based on a system in which boundaries are clear·cut and highly respected. In the more 
collective Naga society, field demarcations are lacking or vague, existing only as a verbal 
arrangement. 
A fmal socio·organizational point that makes the conversion to an externally proposed 
land use system difficult is the fact that people live far from their fields. As a result, it 
is very time·consuming to go up and down to the fields each day if these are managed 
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Table 2. OvervIew of the dIscrepanCIes between the external and mternal knowledge systems as these 
emerged from the Sustamable Development AppraIsal (SDA). 
PerceptIOn Issue External vIew Internal vIew 
PerceptIOn of the land M 0 blhty of the Shlftmg fields IS pnmltlVe Shlftmg fields IS the only 
use system fields. and unsustamable. optIOn we have. 
Amount of effort A farmer should manage Invest as httle time and effort 
put mto the field. hIs field mtensIVely. mto the field as possIble. 
Use of fire. Unsustamable practICe. IndIspensable practICe and 
mherent part of our culture. 
PerceptIOn of the RelatIOn between Clear dlstmctlOn between Forest and fields are one 
envIronment forest and fields. forests preserved for (part of the same system). 
nature and fields used 
for human actIvIties. 
ValuatIOn ofthe 'Nature' has an mtnnsIC 'Nature' as such does not eXIst. 
envIronment. value. No exphClt responslblhty of 
Man has the responslblhty man towards hIs envIronment. 
to actIVely care for hIs 
envIronment. 
ValuatIOn of forest L1ttle attentIOn gIVen to Non·tlmber forest products are 
products. non·tlmber forest products. hIghly appreCIated and we feel 
dependent on them. 
PerceptIOn of the Extent of IndlVlduahsm. CollectIvIsm. 
soclO·orgamzatlOnal connectIVeness Farmers are mdependent. Farmers are mterdependent. 
structure wlthm commumty. Pnvate property. CollectIVe property. 
DemarcatIOn of Clear boundanes. No or vague demarcatIOn of 
fields. fields. 
Housmg sIte. Most convement to hve Inablhty to hve near the fields. 
close to one's fields. 
more intensively as is proposed by external organizations. Some farmers avoid staying in 
the fields for a longer period of time as, according to them, the Devil visits the people 
asleep in their fields, making them sick. Professionals working with the farmers are 
dismissing such beliefs. They attribute the occurrence of illness after an overnight stay 
in the Jhum to the fact that the lower and warmer areas, typically used in the Jhum 
system, are a more suitable environment for mosquitoes, infecting the farmers with 
malaria during the night. Whether the Devil or a mosquito causes the disease is 
not relevant; the outcome is equal. People feel the need to protect themselves from 
becoming ill by avoiding lengthy stays in their Jhums. 
Table 2 provides an overview of the discrepancies between the external and internal 
knowledge system as these emerged from the SDA. 
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Discussion and conclusions: developing a fruitful interface 
There are many discrepancies between the internal Jhum-based and external IFOAM-
based knowledge system. Therefore, we can conclude that following the standards on 
organic agriculture will not necessarily lead to the development of sustainable land 
management, as the proposed measures do not fit the local conditions and values. In 
the worst case, it could even obstruct the development of sustainable land management 
(SLM), as it ignores essential aspects of and vital opportunities within the internal system. 
On the other hand, we should recognize that IFOAM is aware of this danger and has in-
troduced the Participatory Guarantee Systems to allow for some flexibility and adaptation. 
Apparently and inevitably, the universal organic agriculture standards are not 
comprehensive enough to cover all existing realities, perceptions, problems and op-
portunities. After all, how can one set of principles cover world's diversity of cultures, 
climates and landscapes? What is sustainable in one region could be devastating in 
another. Each setting or population has its own needs and solutions regarding sustain-
ability. Recognizing this represents a challenge for organizations such as IFOAM 
that seek to promote organic agriculture worldwide by setting worldwide standards. 
But there is another concern as well: the tension between the IFOAM principles and 
standards. Luttikholt (2007) refers to this tension when she writes: " ... stricter standards 
may not do justice to the principle of fairness, as they potentially undermine fair access to 
markets. Ideal would be a situation in which a balance between the principles and standards 
can be realized". To complicate things further, Nelson et a!. (2002) suggest, based on a 
study of cocoa-producing smallholder farmers in Ecuador, that giving meaning to the 
fairness principle requires attention to what they refer to as 'vertical integration of the 
ethical trading scheme'. In other words, the fairness principle cannot be limited to the 
production of commodities themselves but requires attention to fairness in the whole 
(food) chain. 
Nonetheless, the Naga reality and IFOAM directives do not have to be incompatible. 
Putting together the two can even give way to a richer and more inclusive knowledge 
system to arise (Roncoli et a!., 2001). Studies conducted elsewhere, and to some degree 
this study as well, show that practices and perceptions of internal and external knowledge 
systems can be 'harmonized' in an attempt to create sustainable land management 
(SLM) systems. First of all, external organizations can support by reviving certain 
elements of the internal knowledge system that have lost their value in the past but 
that prove to be functional again in the current (or expected future) setting (Mochizuki, 
2007). The external knowledge system can serve as a broker of knowledge, introducing 
professional knowledge or internal knowledge from other 'traditional' settings with 
similar environmental and social conditions, thereby complementing an internal knowledge 
system (Willemsen et a!., 2007). Or they can support by reinforcing the latter through 
adapting external bodies of knowledge to the internal system (Kibwika et al., 2007). In 
the case of introducing organic agriculture in the north-east of India, for example, it 
would be laborious to introduce bio-pesticides that are used in other parts of the world, 
as the Naga farmers already have vast knowledge on how to protect their crops. Instead 
of uncritically copying measures that work elsewhere, one should look for local solutions 
to universal problems. 
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What appears to be needed is a more promising option for the management of the inter-
face between knowledge systems, one in which existing contradictions between the two 
are not ignored but instead are made explicit and utilized to facilitate the emergence of a 
genuinely sustainable solution, at least for now. Instead oflabelling a product as organic, 
according to IFOAM standards, it would be more fruitful to be labelled organic in accor-
dance to locally set standards for SLM that have been developed by the community itself, 
in collaboration and confrontation with external systems, including IFOAM. In its recent 
guidelines IFOAM appears to be sensitive to this kind of contextual development oflocally 
appropriate but universally meaningful standards. We suggest that alternative paths towards 
sustainable development are needed that take into account differing perceptions of what 
'sustainable land use' means in a specific context Using a social learning perspective 
could provide useful insights into fostering learning that takes place on the interface of 
different knowledge systems (e.g., Rist et al., 2007; Willemsen et al., 2007). 
Social learning can be described as the learning that takes place when divergent-
oftentimes conflicting - interests, norms, values and constructions of reality meet in an 
environment that is conducive to learning (Wals, 2007). Social psychological insights 
tell us that people continuously revise and adjust earlier established perspectives of 
their surroundings. This especially occurs when an externally imposed event distorts 
these assumptions and forces them to reflect on their own perspectives and to change 
them according to better fit with the new situation. Anomalies and dilemmas that cannot 
be explained by old ways of knowing can become catalysts or 'trigger events' that precipitate 
critical reflection and perspective (Mezirow, 1990), from where participants can engage 
in a joint solution-finding process. Likewise, one could argue that organizations like 
IFOAM will need to continuously revise and adjust earlier established perspectives and 
seek meaningful engagement with alternative views, perceptions and values, something 
IFOAM aspires to do. Inevitably, such a reflexive attitude makes presenting one une-
quivocal body of truth to an internal knowledge system problematic. Instead, it would 
be more fruitful and, ultimately, more sustainable to provide internal entities with 
constant encouragement and reinforcement. 
So instead of presenting organic agriculture as the solution for prevailing environmental 
problems and sustainability challenges, it serves as an option, which is presented as one 
of several inputs in a multi-stakeholder social learning process. This poses a challenge for 
IFOAM and NGOs promoting organic agriculture to shift its focus from a commanding 
role towards a more guiding function within the field of sustainable land management, 
in order to develop approaches of certification that are more locally oriented. They should 
acknowledge that it is impossible and even undesirable to design and dictate one set of 
standards, even though these try to cover all realities and have worthy intentions. 
By prescribing one set of rules IFOAM might even be contradicting one of its own 
main principles, the principle of fairness, which emphasizes that organic agriculture 
should provide everyone involved with a good quality of life, and contribute to food 
sovereignty and reduction of poverty (see also Luttikholt, 2007). The aim to establish 
sustainable land management is not achieved and traditional farmers are being deprived 
of a chance to profit from the organic labelling. Paradoxically, the gap between these 
small-holding farmers, mostly living in developing countries, and the large-scale western 
farmers who do benefit from the certification, might even be widened. 
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